Effect of a pediatric observation unit on the rate of hospitalization for asthma.
To determine the asthma admission rate and the rate of repeat visits to the emergency department for asthma within 72 hours before and after the introduction of an observation unit (OU). When necessary, admission to the ward from the OU is usually made within 12 hours. We conducted a before-and-after study with retrospective data collection in an urban tertiary care pediatric ED. Our subjects were patients aged 1 to 18 years who presented to the ED with asthma. The pre-OU group comprised patients seen between July 1, 1991, and June 30, 1992, before the opening of the OU. The post-OU group consisted of children seen between July 1, 1993, and June 30, 1994, after the opening of the OU. The pre- and post-OU groups had 1,979 and 2,248 asthma visits, respectively. The admission rate decreased from 31% in the pre-OU group to 24% in the post-OU group (P < .01). The frequency of inpatient admissions of less than 24 hours decreased from 17% in the pre-OU group to 10% in the post-OU group (P < or = 01). The rate of repeat ED visits within 72 hours was 3% in the pre-OU group and 5% in the post-OU group (P = .01). The use of an OU in the ED was associated with a reduction in the hospitalization rate for children with acute asthma exacerbation. However, we also noted an increased rate of repeat visits to the ED after the introduction of the OU.